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Western Equine Encephalitis (WEE) first became a con• 
cern of horse owners of the United States in 1937. Subse• 
quently, the disease has recurred on a cyclic basis, with the 
most.recent outbreak in northwestern Minnesota and eastern 
North Dakota in the summer of 1975. WEE can be found any• 
where in the United States or Canada, especially in areas 
heavily populated with mosquitoes. 

What is WEE? 
Western Equine Encephalitis is an inflammation of the 

brain. It is also called "sleeping sickness." 

What is •it caused by? 
WEE is caused by a virus in the blood and tissues of the 

infected animal, which attacks the brain and causes various 
disturbances of the nervous system. 

How is it transmitted? 
The natural cycle for this virus includes mosquitoes and 

certain wild birds. The virus usually develops within a partic
ular mosquito, Cu/ex tarsalis, and persists in the mouthparts 
of the insect. When such a mosquito feeds on a bird, the virus 
enters the bird's bloodstream during the "bite." The virus 
multiplies there, remaining in the bloodstream where it may 
be taken into a new mosquito during another blood meal. The 
cycle may then be repeated. 
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at You Should Know About 
Western Equine Enc~phalitis 

What.animals ar.e affected? · 
Although mosquitoes and birds harborthe:.virus natur

a·lly, neither exhibits any signs of the disease, The only: ahi· 
mals severely.affected when exposed to this virus are. horses 
and humans. . .. 

How do horses and humans get the disease? 
The natural methoi by which h~rses or humans contact 

the disease is through the bite of a mosquito which is carrying 
the virus. 

Can horses or humans carry the virus and act as 
carriers? 

Rarely. The principal mosquito involved prefers to feed 
on birds. Only occasionally does it feed on a horse or human, 
for lack of a better host at the time. When a mosquito does 
bite a horse or person, the virus initially enters the bloodstream; 
but very shortly thereafter, it enters the tissues and is not avail
able for a new mosquito to pick up. Consequently, both horses 
and people serve as "dead-end" hosts and rarely as a source of 
infection. 

What are the signs of WEE in horses and when do they 
appear? 

Signs usually show up within 5 to 15 days after exposure. 
The -infected horse develops a fever and impaired vision to
gether with a general state of depression and drowsiness. The 
animal may have very little energy, and may hang its head. 
This may be followed by difficulty in eating and swallowing 
due to a paralysis of the throat. He may stop chewing with 
hay still protruding from his mouth. lncoordination develops, 
and the horse may stumble and stagger. Some horses may be· 
come totally paralyzed, and die; however, such a severe course 
is not commonly seen with WEE. The majority of the animals 
affected with this disease recover and do not seem to have any 
serious permanent loss of function. 

What are the signs and symptoms in humans? 
People generally show a sudden onset of fever and head

aches, followed by neck stiffness; nausea, vomiting, drowsiness, 
and disorientation. These symptoms usually reach their peak 
in 2 to 5 days after onset, followed by either a slow recovery 
or death. It is important to realize these same signs can also be 
caused by many other disease conditions. 
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Occasionally, this mosquito bites 
horses or humans, and the virus 
is released into the blood stream. 
In both of these hosts, the virus 
enters the tissues shortly after 
release into the blood stream and 
is rarely available for further 
transmission. However, the virus 
does cause illness within these 

, two species. 

1 Virus develops and persists in 
mouthparts of mosquito. 

How serious is the disease? 

In the summer of 1975, during the most recent outbreak 
of WEE, a survey was undertaken in 28 counties of eastern 
North Dakota, and 34 counties of northwestern Minnesota. 
From this area, 267 suspected cases of WEE in horses were re
ported, 21 of which were confirmed by laboratory tests. In 
humans, 103 suspected cases were reported, and 26 were con
firmed serologically. Throughout Minnesota, 497 cases of sus
pected WEE in people were reported, and 131 were confirmed. 

The death rate in horses is usually 5-15 percent. The 
disease is somewhat milder in humans with death again occur
ring in 5-15 percent of the cases, but those occurring primarily 
in infants less than 1 year of age. 

How can you tell if an animal has WEE? 

It is very difficult to determine by clinical signs alone 
whether a horse has WEE. The signs mentioned above can be 
caused by a variety of other diseases, so it is important to con
tact your veterinarian to examine the animal. A blood sample 
is usually collected for serological testing to determine whether 
WEE is the cause of the illness. 

Can WEE be treated? 

There is no treatment against the invading virus, but good 
nursing care and supportive therapy may help in mild cases of 
the disease. 
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How can WEE be prevented? 

Vaccination is presently the best control for horses; how
ever, the protection given with the vaccine lasts less than a year, 
so annual revaccination is required. Be sure to check with your 
veterinarian for proper vaccination procedures. No vaccine is 
presently approved for humans. 

Since the mosquito carries the disease-causing virus, most 
control measures are directed against this insect. Control 
methods include 1) killing of mosquitoes in homes by spray
ing, 2) wearing proper clothing for protection while outdoors, 
and 3) using insect repellants for animals and people. Another 
control procedure includes draining swamps and stagnant water, 
particularily from irrigation run-off, in which C. tarsal is breeds. 
Massive insecticide spraying also can be employed; however, 
this method is expensive and very temporary. Both of the 
latter measures are usually used by public health officials dur
ing large outbreaks of the disease. 

Remember: Currently vaccination is the most important 
means of prevention in horses. 

Issued in furtherance of cooperative extension work in agricul
ture and home economics, acts of May 8 and June 30, 1914, in 
cooperation with the U.S. Department of Agriculture. Roland 
H. Abraham, Director of Agricultural Extension Service, Univer
sity of Minnesota, St. Paul, Minnesota 55108. We offer our pro
grams and facilities to all people without regard to race; creed, 
color, sex, age, or national origin. 
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